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The Messia~lic Self-Consciousness of 
Abraham Abulafia: A Tentative Evaluation 

Abraham Berger 

Practically all we know about Abraham Abulafia we learn from his own 
writings which, in contrast with those of other Kabbalists of his time, 
are rich in autobiographical notes and often show an anxiety for self- 
revelation. It would be difficult to find the proper place for Abulafia in a 
typology of Jewish Messianic personalities. Messianic personalities feel 
the weight of tradition to mean that their mission is to "fulfill what is 
written." Abulafia reinterpreted this mission in the light of his own 
ideas, and tradition often assumed a new form as it passed through the 
prism of his personality. It would be much more fruitful to compare him 
with Hellenistic mystagogues, Islamic Sufis, and Greek Orthodox Spiri- 
tuals than with other Messianic pretenders in the Jewish tradition. 

He was a man of personal humility in his relations with colleagues 
and pupils; yet, a t  the same time, he conveyed an overpowering sense of 
prophetic self-assurance. Eager for followers, he was disdainful of "fools" 
and the "mob." Self-styled a Messiah chosen by the Lord, but without 
any dreams of secular power; yearning for seclusion, yet fated always to 
wander; enthusiast and rationalist; an elegant stylist, whose most beau- 
tiful passages alternate with passages of sheer glossolalia; Antichrist by 
his own description, yet aspiring toward universal brotherhood-Abu- 
lafia was full of apparent paradoxes, and undoubtedly only a proper 
pathography of his personality could reveal the mainsprings of his be- 
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havior. What we are concerned with in this essay, however, is to gather 
a few of Abulafia's interpretations of himself as Messiah and possibly to 
analyze them to discover what kind of a messiah he thought himself 
to be. 

Solomon Adret, his powerful adversary, calls him "that scoundrel 
Abraham who declared himself prophet and Messiah."' That Abulafia 
did declare himself prophet and Messiah is clear from an examination of 
his works. Abulafia's conception of himself as the ultimate redeemer is a 
gradual development, springing directly and inevitably from his ever 
increasing consciousness of having beeo chosen as a prophet through a 
number of spiritual experiences dating back to his first prophetic call in 
the year 1 2 ~ 1 . ~  On various occasions, he declares that, like the great 
biblical prophets, his prophetic activity was compelled by a higher forceY3 
overruling all his doubts; this claim he extended even to his "literary" 
activity, such as his writing a commentary on Maimonides' Guide for 
the Perplexed.' 

Professor Gershom Scholem, in his Major Trends in Jewish Mysti- 
cism, has masterfully analyzed Abulafia's theory of prophetic Kabbalah, 
in which prophecy is identified as a higher form of Kabbalism. As far as 
his own person is concerned, however, Abulafia goes further than that. 
A prophetic Kabbalist, if found worthy after much preparation, would 
become, during the period of his ecstasy, a "messiah of the Lord and an 
angel of God."6 Abulafia even wrote manuals to help his followers in 
attaining this degree of ecstasy. He himself, however, reache< for greater 
heights, for he claimed to be the Messiah as the highest prophet and the 
high priest. His claims to messiahship take on various forms: in his 
prophetic work Sefer ha-Ot, written in 1288, he sees himself as the 
pastor of the flock and the healer of the sick, the announcer of glad 
tidings and the stern preacher against those who despised his  warning^.^ 
In his commentary on the Pentateuch, which he wrote in the following 
year, Abulafia sees himself as the Last Deliverer who is parallel with and 
successor to Moses, the First De l i~e re r .~  Under obviously Christian influ- 
ence, he also declares himself as priest and king of the order of Malkize- 
dek. He writes: "I am priest on my wife's side, a Levite on my mother's 
side, and an Israelite on my father's side, and although this may be 
contrary to logic, it is not so for him who knows the 'mystery of 
Malkizedek, King of Salem, who brought forth bread and wine, and he 
was priest of God and most high' " (Gen. 1 ~ : 1 8 ) . ~  

Abulafia's identification of himself with his wife follows the analogy 



252 ABRAHAM BERGER ABRAHAM ABULAFIA 253  

of Abraham and Sarah who were originally Abram and Sarai.1° Abulafia 
adds the old gematria of Abraham and Zelem Elohim (the divine image). 
It is obvious that he is influenced by the various speculations about 
Adam, the perfect man who was originally androgynous, a state now 
approximated only by a close spiritual union of man and wife. 

Despite the many influences of Christian ideas (and many more of 
them might be cited) in his Messianic self-interpretation, Abulafia saw 
himself as Antichrist.'' He asserts his spiritual mastership over Jesus, the 
superiority of Sabbath over Friday.12 Jesus' power, Abulafia insists, was 
based on the material Tree of Good and Evil, rather than on the spiritual 
Tree of Life. It is clear that he is identifying Jesus with the Church of the 
thirteenth century, the Church of arrogant prelates and proud scholas- 
tics. 

The accident of Abulafia's birth in A.D. 1240, the year 5000 after the 
Creation, according to the Jewish system of reckoning, was also of great 
significance to  him as a sign pointing to his mission.13 He envisaged the 
find redemption as beginning in 1290-interpreting the Danielic year 
as referring to  the Christian year A.D. 1290.'~ In this Abulafia differed 
from the other Jewish interpreters of his day, who usually counted the 
Danielic 1290 years from the date of the destruction of the Temple in 
A.D. 68. Obviously, Abulafia's certainty that redemption would come in 
his own lifetime,ls together with his conviction that the birth of Chris- 
tianity was a great spiritual catastrophe, made him select the earlier 
date.16 

Although he was a strong opponent of Christianity, he insists, never- 
theless, that the ultimate utopia is a universal recognition of the One 
Reality, when Judaism, Christianity, and Islam will all "serve the Lord 
with one consent" (Zeph. 3:9).17 In his allegorical story about the pre- 
cious pearl, claimed by all religions, but whose true ownership is still to 
be determined,ls Abulafia adds: "The Lord will return the pearl to 
whom He  chooses," and envisions a state of reality in which all mankind 
will look upon one another as parts of the same organism, just as a body 
has many organs functioning in harmony.19 For, to Abulafia, the even- 
tual achievement of the Messiah is no less than the absolute change of 
reality. The Messiah does not have to perform miracles, Abulafia pro- 
claims, like those performed by Moses or Joshua, or Elijah and Elisha. 
Here Abulafia sounds like an echo of Maimonides, whom he held in 
reverence. Then comes the spiritual twist: the Messiah does not have to 

perform miracles in the sense understood by the masses of Jews and 
Gentiles, but he will do more-he will bring about a change of reality.20 

What was Abulafia's call? Like other prophets, he cried for teshuvah 
'a turning away'. He calls for a change in one's point of view. His scorn 
is directed against the learned and the rich who find proof that God is 
with them in the very fact that they are wealthy and honored and have 
large and prosperous ~ffspring.~ '  Abulafia feels that his Messianic task 
is to awaken those who are sleeping in the dusk of false ideas, in the 
materialist worship of Mammon and lust, and in the vainglory of learn- 
ing, especially Talmudic learning,22 and to lead them to the true light of 
Divine Reality in the contemplation of the Divine Name, which he sees 
as the true Paradise made available in this life. 

His opposition to the hegemony of the aristocrats and the scholars in 
Jewish communal life eventually brought him into conflict with the 
rabbinical authorities. It is quite understandable that men like Adret saw 
a great danger to the Jewish community, especially to a Jewry in Dias- 
pora, in a free expression of the prophetic spirit. The gift of prophecy, 
Adret insisted, can be attained only in the Holy Land, and the prophetic 
spirit would rest only on the wise, the strong, and the wealthy. Abulafia, . 

in the overpowering sense of his own prophetic call, maintained that 
prophecy is possible not only now, but also right here, in the Diaspora. 
"The land on which the Shechinah always rests is the inner soul. Of it, it 
is said, 'The eyes of the Lord are always upon it from the beginning of 
the year until the end of the year' " (Deut. I I : I ~ ) . ~ ~  AS for the wise, the 
rich, and the strong, they are meant, of course, in a figurative and 
spiritual sense.24 

Abulafia makes no mention whatever of any political achievements of 
the Messiah. Even when he laments the miserable state of Jewry as 
compared with the power and might of the Nations, he finds comfort 
only in a future for a Jewry spiritually redeemed.2s By removing the idea 
of Messiah from both the land of Israel and the political state, Abulafia 
runs counter to the Jewish tradition of his day, as expressed, for ex- 
ample, by Moses ben Nahman, whom Abulafia places in the forefront of 
his spiritual mentors. When Abulafia went to Rome to face the Pope, he 
did not demand: "Let my people go," as Nahmanides had foreseen,26 
but rather he went to see the leader of the Christian religion and to 
discuss Judaism with him.27 But such spiritual deviations, Abulafia opened 
up curious religious possibilities, resembling in many respects the devel- 
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opment of early Christianity in its separation from the parent faith, and 
the radical Sufis, who  preached that  the pilgrimage to  Mecca may be 
undertaken in contemplation without leaving the physical confines of 
one's own  room. In these radical nonnational ideas, Abulafia found few 
to follow him, and yet his influence was by n o  means negligible. His 
practical Kabbalistic manuals were copied for generations by mystical 
aspirants, down to  modern times. His attacks o n  the rich and the learned 
were taken over verbatim by the Sefer Peliah and possibly stood a t  the 

cradle of the Raya Mehemna-two works which had a tremendous 

influence on Kabbalistic movements down to  our  very day, and were 
especially influential in the Sabbatian ideology. 
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In his notes, the author cited the Hebrew text of passages translated or referred 
to in the article. For technical reasons these Hebrew passages could not be 
included here-Ed. 
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